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MARK D. TRANVIK
Celebrating the Reformation: The 
Lutheran Foundation of a Called Life
This year marks the five-hundredth anniversary of Martin 
Luther’s protest against the sale of indulgences. Luther 
was not only about objecting to the sale of salvation, he 
was also concerned to build a new platform for how to 
think about what it means to be a human being living 
before God and neighbor. The Lutheran tradition is 
grounded in something I have termed the “called life.” 
This means that all of life is lived within the framework  
of vocation or the idea that we are continuously 
summoned by God to love creation and our neighbors.  
The origin of this concept is found in the Bible and given 
further definition by Martin Luther. I begin this essay  
by looking briefly at how vocation came to be shaped 
by the monastic tradition. I then proceed to show how 
Luther’s rediscovery of justification by faith alone chal-
lenges this tradition and gives it a distinctly new shape. 
Finally, I describe what vocation means for our lives  
today as well as for Lutheran higher education in the 
twenty-first century. 
The Monastic Impulse
In some obvious ways, it was not difficult to be a Christian 
in the first few centuries of the church’s existence. The 
Roman Empire attempted to consolidate and unify its vast 
holdings of lands and peoples by enforcing a common 
religion centered on the divinity of the emperor. Some 
Christians resisted this, 
claiming only Jesus was Lord. 
This often led to trouble, perse-
cution, and even martyrdom. 
In other words, the idea of 
suffering for the sake of Christ 
was not some abstract ideal 
but a lived reality. Christians 
paid fines, lost jobs, sacrificed 
status, and even gave their lives 
for their faith.
By the beginning of the fourth century, the number 
of people professing faith had expanded significantly. 
Whether the cause was political expediency or an actual 
revelation, the Emperor Constantine converted to 
Christianity in 312 which led to the faith becoming legal. 
Later in the century it would become the only legal religion 
in the Roman Empire, thus laying the seeds in the west for 
what would eventually become known as “Christendom.”
Now Christians were faced with a new problem: 
what does it mean to be a Christian in a culture where 
Christianity is now the norm? As a result, the movement 
known as monasticism gained momentum. While monks 
and nuns had been present in small numbers since the first 
century, interest began to increase in a radical form of life 
devoted exclusively to God. The theology behind monasti-
cism was given definition by the church father, Eusebius:
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Two ways of life were given by the Lord to his Church. 
The one is above nature, and beyond common living; 
it admits not marriage, child-bearing, property or 
the possession of wealth…like celestial beings, these 
gaze down upon human life, performing a duty of  
priesthood to almighty God for the whole race…and 
a more humble, human way prompts men to join in 
pure nuptials, and to produce children, to undertake 
government, to give orders to soldiers fighting for 
right; it allows them to have minds for farming, trade 
and other secular interests as well as for religion. 
(Brown 205)
In the western church, it was Benedict of Nursia 
(480-543) who provided the monastic framework that 
would be followed by the many orders that developed 
in the middle ages. His Rule, or list of obligations for 
monks and nuns, mandated vows of poverty, chastity, 
and obedience. And it should be pointed out that the 
communities shaped by this ethos were remarkable 
places in many ways. They served as schools, hospitals, 
orphanages, and places of refuge. But, above all, it was 
monks, nuns, and priests who had vocations. They had 
been placed on a special path to salvation. The rest of 
humanity was left behind to take care of life on earth.  
As the church became more powerful in the middle  
ages, this understanding of monasticism went virtually 
unchallenged until the sixteenth century, the time of  
the Protestant reformation. 
The Challenge of Martin Luther
Martin Luther was born in 1483 in the city of Eisleben in 
Saxony in northern Germany. Neither of Luther’s parents 
had vocations at the time of his birth. His father, Hans, was 
a copper miner and he eventually became quite successful 
as the owner and operator of several mines. His mother, 
Margaret, managed a household, keeping track of the 
family, and she was also responsible for growing crops 
and tending to chickens and livestock. In the understanding 
of the church of the day, they were both members of the 
“lower level” of society that tended to earthly matters. The 
spiritual realm was the business of the three monasteries 
in the town. 
As a young man, Luther did not have a vocation either. 
He was a good student, and as he progressed in his 
education he carried the hopes of the family. By the age of 
twenty-two he earned a master’s degree and now faced 
a decision to study for the three professions open to him: 
law, divinity, or medicine. Luther opted for law, probably 
in order to please his father. As a lawyer, he could earn a 
good income and perhaps even be hired as an advisor by 
one of the princely courts in the region. 
Then came a great interruption. As he relates the story 
later in his life, not long after he began his legal studies 
he was walking home and was caught in a frightening 
thunder storm. Trembling, he got down on his knees and 
prayed to St. Anne, the patron saint of miners. He vowed in 
his prayer that if he were spared from the storm he would 
become a monk. Luther survived the thunder and lightning 
and, since he had made a vow, changed his life’s path and 
entered a strict monastery in the city of Erfurt, also in the 
region of Saxony. Most notably, he did not even inform his 
parents of his change of plans. This wounded his father 
severely and caused a breach in their relationship that 
took years to heal.
(I often pause at this point in Luther’s story when 
working with students or congregations. Like Luther, 
we often imagine our lives on some sort of path with the 
future, both short and long range, mapped out. And as we 
know, these paths are often interrupted. Sometimes these 
intrusions are dramatic and involve a death, serious injury 
or illness, or the loss of a job. In other cases, the inter-
ruption may stem from a new idea or an alternative way of 
looking at life. But it is important to pay attention to these 
“breaks” in life’s narrative. They can become significant 
opportunities to think about our own sense of calling and 
the direction we are headed.)
After his first year in the monastery, Luther took his 
final vows. It was stressed to him by his superiors that 
“not he who begins but he who perseveres will be saved.” 
“Above all, it was monks, nuns, and priests 
who had vocations. They had been placed 
on a special path to salvation.”
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And as time went on this phrase began to fill Luther with 
fear. Though he applied himself to the monastic disciplines 
with all the diligence he could muster, his conscience 
became increasingly troubled. He worshipped seven 
times a day. He regularly confessed his sins. He fasted for 
lengthy periods. But he found no peace. It should be noted 
that there was no shortage of grace in Luther’s life. He 
received Holy Communion and heard words of absolution 
from his spiritual advisor. But he also believed that “he 
had to do his part” in order to be acceptable to a holy God. 
Eventually he became haunted by the idea that he was not 
among God’s chosen. Should death come (and death was 
no stranger to people in that time), he was convinced that 
he would be engulfed by a fearsome eternal fire.
Luther’s eventual liberation came from a source outside 
of himself. While in the monastery, he continued to be 
recognized as a good student. He was selected to study 
the Bible and encouraged to become a teacher of Holy 
Scripture (he received his doctorate in 1512). It was while 
meditating on the Bible and especially Paul’s letter to the 
Romans that he gradually came to a new understanding of 
God. He began to realize that his attempt to make himself 
worthy of God’s love was a fruitless and even faithless 
task. God doesn’t love people because they eventually 
make themselves lovable with the help of grace. Rather, 
God’s love is for the unlovable. On the cross, Christ took 
upon himself all sin, and that included Luther’s sin as well. 
And if Luther’s sin was on Christ, then that meant it was no 
longer on him. If it was no longer on him, then he was free 
of sin. In other words, he was righteous because of Christ 
and not because he earned or deserved it. The new basis 
for his life was trust (faith) in Christ and not some watery 
combination of grace and good works.
(Some say that Luther’s experience is so remote from 
modern life. After all, most of us don’t normally fear God’s 
judgment or worry very often about hell. But are we really 
different? We also have our “gods” and they can be very 
demanding and merciless. For many of us our core identity 
revolves around things like looks, intelligence, income, 
status, or our “perfect” family. But all of these “gods” will 
eventually let us down. Beauty gives way to age. There is 
always someone smarter. Our wealth is haunted by fears 
of losing it. And most families harbor plenty of secrets that 
undermine any sense of perfection. As the song says, we 
look for love in all the wrong places. The truth is that we 
lead lives darkened by fear and anxiety. Is that so different 
from Luther?)
Vocation 
So, in a great irony, Luther enters the monastic life in pursuit 
of the only vocation approved by the church of his day. He 
ends up rejecting the monk’s life as a true calling but in turn 
receives a genuine vocation as a preacher, teacher, spouse, 
and citizen. As he put it in a letter to his father (they had finally 
reconciled after fifteen years) in 1520:
My vow was not worth a fig…in short, it was taken 
in accordance with human doctrines and the 
superstition of hypocrites, none of which God has 
commanded. But behold how much good that God 
(whose mercies are without number and whose 
wisdom is without end) has made to come out of all 
these errors and sins (“Letter” 332-33).
Long after he married and had a family, Luther 
marveled at how his life unfolded:
I am the son of a peasant…and the grandson and 
the great grandson. My father wanted to make me 
into burgomaster (mayor). He went to Mansfeld and 
became a miner. I became a baccalaureate (college 
graduate) and a master (graduate school). Then I 
became a monk and put off the brown beret. My 
father didn’t like it, and then I got into the pope’s hair 
and married an apostate nun. Who could have read 
that in the stars? (Bainton 231)
“But all of these ‘gods’ will eventually let us 
down. Beauty gives way to age. There is 
always someone smarter. Our wealth is 
haunted by fears of losing it.”
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So, what was Luther’s new understanding of vocation? 
He reasoned as follows: If God no longer needs our good 
works—in any sense—in order to save us, then good works 
must be solely for this life. That theological conviction 
opens the window to a new understanding of vocation. 
There is no longer a separate realm, closer to God, that 
a person attains by living out vows of poverty, chastity, 
and obedience. Now, according to Luther, everyone has a 
vocation and not just the monk, nun, and priest.
For Luther, there were three separate realms or 
spheres where callings were lived out. The first was 
the realm of the church. It was deeply grounded in the 
gracious Word found in the crucified and risen Christ. In this 
community, one heard and tasted the good news that God 
loves sinners. This love then flows out from the gathering of 
believers to the world and the other two realms of vocation, 
the domestic and civil realms. A believer was called to be a 
parent, spouse, and child in the home. She was also called 
to the world of work as a manager of the household or as 
a midwife. And, finally, a called life encompassed the civic 
realm where one looked after the common good. In other 
words, for Luther, vocation was always relevant. As God 
was active in creation, upholding and sustaining humanity, 
so were God’s “masks” (those living out their callings) 
constantly at work (labor, parenting, governing) in love  
and service of their neighbors.
The Called Life
Our next task is to translate Luther’s insights for a twen-
ty-first century audience. The core idea stands: God has 
freed us in Christ to love our neighbors. But we can also 
update Luther somewhat while remaining faithful to 
his fundamental convictions. I often use a graphic that 
includes the following concepts:
The words aligned vertically indicate the various 
spheres into which we are called in life. Notice there is 
overlap with Luther’s own vocational realms. But I have 
added “self” and “friends” as well. As for the former, 
we are both called to mind ourselves and take care of 
ourselves. In other words, we need to be careful that 
our body and its appetites do not lead us down a path of 
sensuality. We also need to watch what we eat, get proper 
exercise and rest, etc. In both the “minding” and “caring” 
of the body the goal is not our self-fulfillment but rather a 
health or wellness required to serve the neighbor.
While Luther doesn’t name friendship explicitly in his 
own understanding of calling, it is clear from his own 
life that he benefited greatly from the company of people 
he trusted and respected. His famous “Table Talks” are 
testimony to the influence of a large circle of colleagues 
on his thinking. In fact, in recent Luther scholarship there 
is a tendency to not just focus on Luther alone but rather 
on the “Wittenberg movement.” This new accent takes 
into account that Luther’s remarkable accomplishments 
often were dependent upon close collaboration of gifted 
colleagues (Arand et al).
Returning to our illustration, the horizontal terms reflect 
the qualities or characteristics of a calling. As mentioned, 
vocation is a present-tense word. You are never without 
one and therefore it is always relevant. Further, a sense of 
calling is often ordinary. This reflects a reaction against 
some who define vocation in a heroic way. This way of 
thinking suggests that a “real” calling involves something 
dramatic or spectacular. Of course, that might be the case, 
but most callings are fairly ordinary and even mundane. 
“If God no longer needs our good works—
in any sense—in order to save us, then 
good works must be solely for this life.”
OUR CALLINGS
Self
Family
Now   Always   Ordinary   Struggle   Justice/Others
Friends
Community/Citizens
Church/Community of Faith
Work
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It might mean being patient with a roommate or visiting 
an aging parent. Not the stuff of headlines, but vocation is 
governed by the need of the neighbor or community and  
not necessarily by the publicity it generates.
It follows from the ordinariness of vocation that it also 
might mean a significant struggle. In The Freedom of a 
Christian, Luther stresses the need to bear the burdens of 
the neighbor. He envisions a love that actually participates 
in the suffering of the one in need (or the community in 
need) (“Freedom” 88). We should not be surprised that 
suffering is a close companion of living out a calling. Of 
course, we have to be careful here. Many have been told to 
remain in a calling and suffer because that is God’s will. 
(Think of the abused spouse or the poor laborer.) But the 
calling is to work to alleviate suffering and not rationalize 
it. Suffering in and of itself has no merit, but when done in 
love of a neighbor it might be corollary of a called life.
Finally, a quality of the called life is a concern for 
justice. The called life receives its shape from Jesus 
of Nazareth, the one who crossed lines, offended the 
powerful, and reached out to the marginalized. Hence 
vocation is inextricably linked with sensitivity to the 
outsider and the forgotten. People caught up in a sense  
of calling ask the awkward questions and demand 
accountability from those in power. Attempts to domes-
ticate vocation by identifying it with “bliss” or “passion” 
more likely have middle class comfort in mind and not  
the call of a first-century Jew who ended up on a cross. 
Implications for Lutheran Colleges
I argue that the best way for Lutheran colleges and univer-
sities to embrace their identity is to affirm and embrace a 
robust sense of vocation. This is a topic that could easily 
stretch to several volumes. But let me at least highlight 
some of the essential qualities of such a school. 
First, a college or university with a calling sees its 
students as made in the image of God. They might not 
see themselves that way, of course—some might even be 
offended by such a designation—but there is a great temp-
tation for educational institutions to look upon students 
in an instrumental way, that is, as a means to another 
end. For example, I have heard language that designates 
students as “customers.” Well, customers are always 
right. The customer needs to be satisfied. The customer 
comes first. Is this the relationship we are seeking with 
our students? Aren’t we called to question and correct 
our students? Don’t we have an obligation to steer them 
on paths that look beyond goals of self-satisfaction to the 
common good? Recovery of students as ones made in the 
image of God opens up a new paradigm for the relationship 
between the school and the student, one that is rich with 
meaning, grounded in our tradition, and based in a sense 
of care for the student as a human being with ultimate value 
and not as a number on an account sheet or a client to be 
catered to.
Second, a college or university with a calling enlists the 
entire community to help students discern their vocation, 
particularly in the sphere of work. Many come with cultur-
al-infused individualism that needs to be challenged. 
This is not about ignoring the individual but rather about 
questioning a mindset that sees the wants and needs 
of the individual as primary. As such, it involves a shift 
of questions. Instead of asking “How much money will I 
make?” or “Can I get promoted rapidly?” the new questions 
are more likely to reflect a self that has been “dislocated” 
from its position at the center of the universe. As students 
are exposed to different ideas, people, and experiences they 
begin to ask discernment questions like this: What are the 
needs of my community? How do my gifts fit in with those 
needs? How can we work together to solve this problem?
This is not to suggest that the only valid vocations in the 
world of labor are those that involve working with poor and 
marginalized people. We want people to go into banking 
or marketing with a strong sense of vocation. There is no 
room for bias against business majors and the suspicion 
that such folks are really greedier than those headed to 
service professions. As communities centered in vocation, 
“Attempts to domesticate vocation by  
identifying it with ‘bliss’ or ‘passion’ more 
likely have middle class comfort in mind 
and not the call of a first-century Jew  
who ended up on a cross.”
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we are simply saying that a life centered on the self is 
limited, short-sighted and harmful to the common good. 
That truth applies to all areas of vocation: family, work, 
citizen, and faith-community member. 
Finally, a college or university with a calling makes 
room for faith and its convictions and questions. As 
schools of the church we cannot be silent about God. We 
affirm that God is at work in all sectors of our institutions 
(through God’s human “masks”) whether we recognize it or 
not. With a deep sense of humility, we will admit that faith 
or religion often gets in the way of serving the neighbor. 
Sometimes religious people employ God or faith to simply 
support their own agendas. We also recognize that many 
without faith often have a strong sense of calling and we 
should applaud such people in our midst, recognizing that 
we have the same goal of enriching the common good and 
that we have much to learn from their perspectives. The 
idea of vocation being proposed here is not for Lutherans 
only nor is it only for Christians. Voices outside the 
Christian tradition are a welcome and necessary part  
of the conversation.
But we must not take the “safe” path and relegate 
matters of faith to the private realm. A consumer- 
dominated culture such as ours would prefer this, of  
course. A relativized faith or gauzy sense of spirituality 
undercuts conviction and makes people more vulnerable 
to market forces bent on self-worship. But our Lutheran 
and collective sense of calling pushes back against these 
trends and insists on a place for faith at the table of higher 
education. It is messy, of course, and it doesn’t consist of 
trying to “Christianize” all knowledge as some schools from 
more conservative traditions attempt to do, but we do aspire 
to make vocation a part of the teaching and conversational 
horizon of all faculty and staff. It includes a wrestling with 
the theological dimensions of vocation as might happen in 
religion courses. This sensibility extends to the financial aid 
officer who goes beyond the call of duty to help a student 
find outside resources to finance his education. It also 
embraces the biology teacher who takes time to share her 
own sense of calling or the accounting class that wrestles 
with a case study about what a firm is called to do when 
tempted to cross ethical lines. 
Closing Thoughts
As we return to the theme of the five-hundredth anniver-
sary of the Reformation, we need to remember that the 
reverberations of Luther’s revolution are still felt in our 
day. One of the great gifts of this tradition is the way it 
extended a sense of calling from the narrow realm of the 
monk, nun and priest to the world of the teacher, mother, 
farmer, citizen, student, and child. Rightly understood, 
vocation has the power to transform the way we see our 
students and our commitments to them in the classrooms, 
labs, offices, and neighborhoods of our schools. Moreover, 
vocation has the power to change us and challenge our 
temptation to either cynicism or sloth. As members of 
Lutheran institutions, we are invited to cultivate the called 
life in all its dimensions as a vibrant and compelling alter-
native in the world of higher education. 
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“A college or university with a calling  
makes room for faith and its convictions  
and questions.”
“Vocation has the power to change us and 
challenge our temptation to either cynicism 
or sloth.”
